Florida Historical Quarterly
Volume 57
Number 4 Florida Historical Quarterly, Volume
57, Number 4

Article 4

1978

An Empty Victory: The St. Petersburg Sanitation Strike, 1968
Darryl Paulson

Part of the American Studies Commons, and the United States History Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in Florida
Historical Quarterly by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Paulson, Darryl (1978) "An Empty Victory: The St. Petersburg Sanitation Strike, 1968," Florida Historical
Quarterly: Vol. 57 : No. 4 , Article 4.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol57/iss4/4

Paulson: An Empty Victory: The St. Petersburg Sanitation Strike, 1968

AN EMPTY VICTORY:
THE ST. PETERSBURG SANITATION STRIKE,
1968

. P
, F
, has long had the image of being a
S haven
for retirees and tourists. People are drawn to the city
T

ETERSBURG

LORIDA

by its beaches, its sunshine, and its tranquility. The peaceful
climate of St. Petersburg was shattered in 1968 when a work
stoppage in the sanitation department mushroomed into a
four-month strike. What started as a nonviolent effort using
marches, picketing, and economic boycotts in an attempt to increase wages, transformed itself into fire bombings, arson, gunfire, and riots. At the conclusion of the strike, the workers found
their situation no better than before the walkout, but the strike
did open the door to a better way of life for both black and
white residents of St. Petersburg.
On April 14, 1968, the St. Petersburg Times noted the “tensions of the last ten days” in the sanitation department. 1 They
had arisen over a new refuse collection system which had been
instituted a few days before, on March 18. Approximately half
the men opposed the new method, believing that it would result in manpower cutbacks and lower wages. Under the old
system which required a six-day work week, a worker collected
$101.40, including time and a half for Saturdays. Under the
new operation, the men worked a five-day week for which they
were paid $73.00. 2 The workers believed they were entitled to a
five-day work week while retaining their former wage.
Walter Shultz, director of the sanitation department, told
*
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St. Petersburg Times, April 14, 1968.
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the workers that the new plan would be tried for thirty days,
and then the department’s books would be opened and any
savings would be shared with the men. Schultz confirmed that
the men were working harder and deserved more money. 3 When
the thirty days were up, the city refused to open the books
either to the men or their attorney, and the city requested a
two-week delay instead. Two weeks later, on April 29, the books
still remained closed. A second two-week delay was requested,
but on May 6, the workers agreed a new course of action was
needed in order to secure their promised salary increases.
On May 6, a work stoppage occurred in the sanitation department. When a truck was driven across the entrance to the
sanitation compound, a group of approximately twenty-five
workers began a wildcat strike. They little realized the consequences of their actions. City Manager Lynn Andrews appeared
at the compound, listened to the workers’ demands which included pay raises for drivers and crew chiefs from $2.27½ per
hour to $3.25, and for collectors from $1.95 to $2.50. Andrews
reminded them of the state law prohibiting municipal workers
from striking, and gave them the day off, asking them to return,
ready for work, the following morning. 4
The strike caught the administration, and even some of the
workers, by surprise. The men had met on May 5, but it appeared at that time there was little support for a strike. May
seemed too late in the year for a strike; most of St. Petersburg’s
visitors would already have returned home for the summer.
Without the tourists’ presence, the city would be under no
pressure to settle a strike. Nevertheless, on May 6, some of the
younger workers were able to convince many of their colleagues
that a strike was necessary in order to force the city into taking
action.
The St. Petersburg sanitation strike did not occur in a
vacuum. Like any other event, it was influenced by other activities and personalities. In terms of local history, the sanitation
workers, who were almost all blacks, had experienced two strikes
in the four years prior to 1968. Both of the stoppages had dealt
with the question of compensation and self-respect. The workers
3.
4.

St. Petersburg Evening Independent, April 19, 1968.
Florida Statutes, chapter 839, section 221.
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wanted better wages and benefits, but they also insisted upon
being treated with dignity and respect. In the strike in 1966,
laborers had been described by Lynn Andrews as ignorant and
illiterate and not deserving of higher wages. 5 He had also accused
the men of “goofing off” in order to collect overtime. 6 The two
earlier strikes were quickly settled, but serious communication
problems remained within the department.
St. Petersburg was essentially a southern town despite its
abundance of transplanted northern residents. The city
charter still contained references to segregation of the races and
the use of the white primary. The city council was controlled by
the “power structure” of the community. The residents were
primarily concerned with the area’s current economic boom. A
four-day series of articles in the St. Petersburg Times and a
public opinion poll had shown that most of the public did
not have much sympathy for the black cause. 7
Blacks comprised about fifteen per cent of the city’s 215,000
residents in 1968. A study commissioned by the St. Petersburg
Chamber of Commerce during the summer of 1968 found that
fifty-nine per cent of St. Petersburg’s black families had incomes of less than $100 per week. Forty-four per cent had only
a grade school education and twelve per cent were unemployed.
More shocking were black attitudes toward governmental
officials and pessimism about their future. About three out of
five blacks said officials did not care about their needs; a little
more than half thought their situation was declining; and
nearly one-half of those polled felt that there was really no use
looking to the future. 8
Nationally, the picture was not much brighter. Martin
Luther King had been assassinated on April 4, 1968, during the
Memphis sanitation strike. His death triggered racial disturbances across the country in 125 cities in twenty-nine states
5. This fact was confirmed by several persons, including civic activists
Ruth Uphaus and Anna France. According to Uphaus, private citizens
instituted reading courses for the workers. In an attempt to relate to the
workers’ needs, the first sentence the men were taught to read was,
“The workers want more money.” Interview with Ruth Uphaus and
Anna France, January 15, 1978.
6. St. Petersburg Times, November 17, 1966.
7. Ibid., May 2, 1968.
8. Ibid., August 23, 1968.
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including one on the campus of Florida A and M University
in Tallahassee. It was during the St. Petersburg strike that
Robert Kennedy was assassinated in Los Angeles, and the nation
watched via television the Chicago police confronting demonstrators during the Democratic National Convention. It was in
this atmosphere of confrontation and violence that the St.
Petersburg strike occurred.
On the night of May 6, an emergency meeting of the St.
Petersburg city council was held. City manager Andrews informed the council that the sanitation department’s pay scale
was higher than that of any other sanitation department on
Florida’s west coast. 9 Andrews argued that he and sanitation
director Shultz had been responsible for major improvements
in the department since Andrews had become manager in 1961.
During the seven years of his administration, Andrews pointed
out, pay scales in the department had risen sixty-nine per cent,
eight paid holidays had been added, workers had been provided
with uniforms, routes had been reduced, and new positions had
been created to provide workers with a method of promotion. 10
James Sanderlin, a local black attorney representing the
workers, agreed that improvements had been made, but only
because of the pressure put on the administration by the
workers. 11 The workers subsequently decreased their salary request to a flat twenty-five cents an hour raise. Andrews
countered with an offer of five cents an hour raise and a return
to a forty-eight hour week. Using information supplied by
Shultz that the new system would result in savings of $240,000
a year, the workers voted to hold out for twenty cents an hour
raises. This, they claimed, would only cost the city $100,000 a
year to fund. 12
Few workers showed up for work on May 7, and on May 8,
fifty-two men were fired. The following day Andrews announced
that all of the city’s 958 hourly-paid employees would receive a
five cents per hour raise, plus time and a half for over forty
hours. He also announced that 150 more sanitation workers had
9. Minutes, St. Petersburg City Council, May 6, 1968.
10. Memorandum from the city manager’s office to the mayor and city
council, May 14, 1968, prepared by assistant city manager Dan Davidson.
11. Interview with James Sanderlin, January 21, 1978.
12. St. Petersburg Times, May 10, 1968.
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been fired. 13 Altogether, 211 of the 235 sanitation department
employees were discharged, all but one of them black. The
city council was united in supporting Andrew’s position in the
negotiations and in the firing.
During the following week, garbage collection was sporadic
at best. Only about ten of the city’s fifty-seven sanitation trucks
would leave the compound, and hospitals, schools, and nursing
homes were given first priority in pickup. Residents were urged
to take their refuse to the city incinerator or land fill, or to
temporary refuse disposal stations around the city. An estimated
12,000 to 15,000 residents dumped their refuse at these sites
each day. The striking workers voted to use their own trucks
to pick up refuse at the homes of invalids. 14
Letters to the editor and other forms of community response
indicated that local residents held intense and diverse opinions
about the strike and the course of action the city should pursue.
Many supported Andrews and criticized the workers for engaging in an illegal strike. The Chamber of Commerce supported
the city manager’s action in firing the 211 workers. Others declared the workers’ demands just, and criticized the city administration for making promises to the workers and not honoring them. The St. Petersburg Community Relations Commission,
created by the city council as a communications mechanism with
the black community, urged the city to reopen negotiations. 15
On May 13, the city hired sixty new workers, mostly young
whites. That same day, the state field director of the N.A.A.C.P.,
Marvin Davies, sent a telegram from Fort Myers to the St.
Petersburg Chamber of Commerce asking them to withdraw their
resolution supporting Andrews in firing the sanitation employees.
The telegram also threatened an economic boycott if the resolution was not withdrawn. Davies’s telegram was the first example
of outside involvement in what many people considered to be
a local issue. 16 In a press conference, held on the steps of St.
13. Ibid., May 9, 1968.
14. Interview with Joe Savage, spokesman for the sanitation workers,
February 14, 1978.
15. St. Petersburg Times, May 13, 15, 1968.
16. Copy of the telegram is in the files of the Chamber of Commerce, St.
Petersburg, Florida. Some of the outside groups which came to St.
Petersburg included the N.A.A.C.P., the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference, the National Council of Churches and the AFL-CIO. None of
these groups played an active role throughout the strike, nor did
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Petersburg’s city hall, Davies predicted that tourists would stay
away from a striking St. Petersburg. He also expressed concern
that the present nonviolence might not last. 17
Two noteworthy events occurred on May 17. First, garbage
was collected in the black community for the first time since
the strike started. Prisoners from the city jails were used for
the pickups, and Andrews indicated that he had intended that
the black community should be last in garbage collection. 18
Second, and more important, Mayor Don Jones broke ranks and
charged the city administration with sowing the seeds of the
sanitation workers’ strike. According to Jones, the trouble
started with a “publicly made commitment of a pay raise that
was never followed through.“ 19 The mayor’s statement was crucial
because, up until that point, the entire council had supported the
manager’s action. Now, with the mayor criticizing the administration for its handling of the dispute, the workers’ strike was
given legitimacy in the eyes of many who had opposed the
action. 20
On May 20, the American Federation of State, County and
Municipal Employees (AFSCME) presented a $1,000 check to
the Young Men’s Progressive Club, an organization formed by
the sanitation workers in 1964. John Due, a black attorney who
became an AFSCME state organizer, came to St. Petersburg from
Tallahassee to lend his support. He later sent a telegram to the
Washington headquarters asking for its support of the St. Petersburg sanitation workers. James Sanderlin, the workers’attorney,
refused to endorse the request, however, fearing that the strikers’
cause would suffer. If unionization became an issue, said Sanderlin, “Andrews would refuse to negotiate and we would lose a
lot of the support we have. We would lose the support of the
newspapers, for example.“ 21 Sanderlin was right in his inter-

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

any play a major role in the strike other than limited financial support
and moral support for the workers. The sanitation workers feared that
if outside groups played a major role in the strike it would hurt,
rather than help, the cause of the strikers.
St. Petersburg Times, May 14, 1968.
Ibid., May 19, 1968.
Ibid., May 18, 1968.
Interview with Claude Greene, St. Petersburg council member during
the strike, January 21, 1978.
Quoted in Edwin Stanfield’s, “In St. Petersburg: A Profile of Failure,”
New South, XXIII (Summer 1968), 20.
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pretation, because on May 21, a St. Petersburg Times editorial
stated that “the American Federation of State, County and
Municipal Employees and any other outsiders attempting to
exploit the St. Petersburg garbage dispute should be told to
keep hands off.“ 22
Although the city administration had been affirming that
normality had returned to the sanitation department, on May
25 it admitted that service was still substandard. In fact, more
than 1,000 calls were received on one day complaining about
the collection service. 23 Nevertheless, the administration continued to maintain that the strike was over and that there was
nothing to negotiate since a new sanitation crew had been
hired.
With the exception of a few incidents of violence directed
toward several of the black workers who refused to participate in
the strike, the strategy of nonviolence was successful until the
early morning of May 30. At 1:30 a.m., a fire broke out at the
Pinellas Lumber Company near downtown St. Petersburg. The
fire was classified as arson, and according to one black leader:
“Of course, it was set. . . . I don’t say it’s right. I got a job and
don’t do any burning myself. But there are plenty of guys down
here who don’t care. They got nothing. They are at the end of
their ropes. This city don’t mean nothing to them, but nothing.“ 24
Many other fires occurred on the following days, and on June 6,
the fire chief blamed arsonists for twenty conflagrations.
The fires triggered a hostile reaction on the part of most St.
Petersburg residents and, although there was no indication that
sanitation workers had anything to do with them, the cause of
the strikers suffered. The fires also fueled speculation that “outsiders” were taking control of the strike. The Times warned
that the longer the strike, “the greater will be the danger that
outside racial agitators will swarm into town.“ 25 Raleigh Greene,
Jr., a local lawyer and banker, was so upset about the violence
and the threat of outside influence that he formed a group
called Citizens for a Lawful Community. The purpose of
Greene’s organization was to “uphold law and order and to
22. St. Petersburg
23. Ibid., May 25,
24. Ibid., May 31,
25. Ibid., May 21,

Times, May 21, 1968.
1968.
1968.
1968.
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seek peaceful means of solving the problems of social change.“ 26
In an address before a local civic organization, Greene cautioned
the city not “to be cowed by the outside professional agitator
who comes barging into our town uninformed-frequently uninvited and unfriendly-and who leaves the same way.“ 27
On June 6, an editorial in the St. Petersburg Times, entitled
“End It Now,” urged the city administration to cease its uncompromising stance and to open negotiations. 28 The following
day all six members of the city council reaffirmed their support
of Lynn Andrews and criticized the paper for “attempting to
create a racial situation out of what was a labor dispute and
illegal strike.“ 29
On June 7, a scheduled protest march was changed to a silent
march in honor of the slain Robert Kennedy. Marches continued on June 11, 14, 17, and 19. During those parades, it was
decided that the protest should be carried into the white community. Within the next five weeks, the homes of most council
members were picketed. Surprisingly, the St. Petersburg Times,
known for its liberal stance on race relations, criticized the
workers for carrying their protest “to an official’s home in a
white neighborhood.“ 30 The home of city manager Andrews
was also picketed, resulting in the arrest of seven individuals
because they were standing in his front yard, and city ordinances
limited demonstrations to sidewalks and streets. 31
The Reverend C. K. Steele of Tallahassee, first vice president
of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, led a June 25
march on City Hall. Speaking to the participants, Steele called
St. Petersburg a “sick city,” and told demonstrators “we are involved in war-total war.“ 32 The following day Steele urged the
fired garbage workers to remain nonviolent. “It takes a lot more
courage to be nonviolent than violent,” said Steele. “The real
militants are those who can engage in nonviolence.“ 33 Steele’s
advice was prompted by the fear that Joe Waller, a militant
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

Quoted in Stanfield, “In St. Petersburg,” 17.
Ibid., 17.
St. Petersburg Times, June 6, 1968.
Ibid., June 7, 1968.
Ibid., July 25, 1968.
Ibid., August 6, 1968.
Ibid., June 26, 1968.
Ibid., June 27, 1968.
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black leader, would turn the protest into violent action. Waller
headed a local organization known as the Junta of Militant
Organizations (JOMO).
On June 26, Andrews refused to issue a parade permit to the
sanitation workers. The five previous marches had reached downtown St. Petersburg after 7:00 p.m., and after the rush hour
traffic. The current march was scheduled for 4:30 p.m., just
when traffic was at its peak. On June 27, the Reverend A. D.
King, brother of the recently murdered Martin Luther King,
Jr., arrived in St. Petersburg and, perhaps with this impetus, the
march began without a permit. About 250 marchers reached the
downtown area, and many of them sat down in the street and
began to sing and pray. Police arrested forty-three marchers.
King did not participate, however, when it became apparent that
arrests would occur. 34
Marches were held almost every day during the month of
July. The city manager had urged the city council to deny
further parade permits, but the council voted to continue them.
The council also met with the city manager in a closed door
session at which Andrews reported that he had submitted the
names of a half-dozen out-of-state marchers to Congressman
William Cramer’s office. These people would be subject to prosecution under the new federal anti-riot act should a disorder break
out. Some councilmen thought Andrews was suggesting a final
confrontation along a parade route, and one member asked,
“How many people do you plan to kill during this controlled
riot?“ 35
Although then N.A.A.C.P. withdrew from the strike to devote
more time to national concerns, there was some good news for
the workers in July. On July 23, the formation of the Community
Alliance was announced. The Alliance was and is a biracial
organization whose purpose was to establish and maintain communication between the black and white communities. Its
catalyst was Mayor Don Jones, but it was the Chamber of Commerce which took the lead in its establishment.
And still then marches and protests continued. On July 31,
34. Ibid., June 28, 1968.
35. Interview with Mayor Don Jones, February 16, 1978; and minutes of
the St. Petersburg city council, July 13, 1968.
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1,100 people packed a local high school auditorium to hear the
Reverend Ralph D. Abernathy and the Reverend A. D. King.
On August 3, 650 participated in the National Mobilization
Day March. They marched twenty abreast, arms locked, across
all four lanes of St. Petersburg’s main street. On August 15, the
workers’ attorney made one of his frequent appearances before the
city council, asking the members to settle the strike, but no
agreement was reached.
On August 17, the nonviolence came to a shattering conclusion. St. Petersburg erupted in a three-day riot in which arson,
looting, and gunfire replaced the nonviolent marches. A civil
emergency was declared, and representatives of the Florida Highway Patrol, the Pinellas County sheriff’s department, the state
conservation department, and game and fish wardens swarmed
into St. Petersburg to assist the local police department. Tear
gas was used to disperse crowds, and fifty-nine arrests were made.
The St. Petersburg fire department extinguished thirty-four fires,
and the damage estimate from fires and vandalism was put at
$200,000. 36
While the riot was going on, the St. Petersburg Times
published the results of a local Suncoast Opinion Survey about
the strike. It indicated a sharp difference of opinion between
white and black residents on all but a few questions. Sixty-seven
per cent of the whites, but only thirty-five per cent of the
blacks, thought the marches and demonstrations should be
halted. Sixty-one per cent of the whites felt the demonstrations
and marches were being controlled by “outside interests,” while
the overwhelming majority of blacks believed the strike was
controlled by the fired sanitation workers. Forty-two per cent
of the whites thought the “strike was not justified and those
who took part should not get their jobs back.” Only three per
cent of the black population held this view. About half of the
whites supported Andrews’s handling of the strike, while only
one of ten blacks agreed with this view. When asked who was
“most to blame for the garbage strike,” the white respondents
could point to no one individual or group. Twenty-eight per
cent thought the garbage men responsible, twenty-eight per
cent did not know whom to blame, twenty-four per cent blasted
36.

St. Petersburg Times, August 21, 1968.
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Andrews, ten per cent criticized the council, and ten per cent
indicted “all” parties to the strike. The black community had
no difficulty in pinpointing the responsibility for the strike.
Seventy-four per cent held Andrews as the guilty party, and
thirteen per cent blamed “all.” The only question on which
blacks and whitest agreed concerned whether the city administration had dealt fairly with the workers. When asked if the
sanitation workers were right to walk off their jobs after they
were promised a pay raise which they never received, fifty-one per
cent of the whites and eighty per cent of the blacks answered
in the affirmative. 37
By the last week in August, rumors of a settlement began
to circulate. Several factors encouraged both the city administration and the workers to settle the strike. The administration
was concerned about the impact of the strike on the approaching tourist season. The workers were finding it more difficult to
mobilize marches after almost four solid months of confrontation and, with the new school year about to begin, many young
blacks would be unavailable for the protests. Settlement of the
strike was formally announced on August 30. The terms of the
agreement were released at a press conference by Andrews
and David Welch, the black co-chairperson of the Community
Alliance. Conspicuously absent from the press conference were
Mayor Jones, who had criticized Andrews’s handling of the
strike; Joe Savage, the spokesman for the workers; and James
Sanderlin, their attorney. 38
The agreement provided that the fired laborers would return to work for the city immediately, and that they would be
returned to their old positions in the sanitation department as
vacancies occurred. The men did not receive the pay raise that
had been a crucial reason for the strike and, in fact, they lost
their accumulated sick leave and seniority. 39 All but a few of
the workers were offered their jobs back, and most did return
37. Ibid., August 18, 19, 1968.
38. According to Sanderlin, he and Andrews agreed that a press release
would be distributed and no press conference would be held. Mayor
Jones indicated that part of the settlement was that he had to be
out of town when the settlement was announced. Interviews on February
16 and 21, 1978.
39. News Release, City Manager’s Office, August 30, 1968.
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to work in the sanitation department. Garbage collection returned to a normal schedule.
Who won the sanitation strike? The most objective answer
is no one. Certainly the workers did not win. They were out
of work for four months, did not receive their salary demands,
and they lost their accumulated sick leave and vacation time. If
the city won, it was at best an “empty victory.” Tourism
suffered, citizens were polarized, $168,000 was spent on police
overtime pay, and the damage from fire and vandalism was
estimated at $350,000 to $400,000. A reporter for the St. Petersburg Times sadly commented, “And it all started over a two bits
an hour raise.“ 40
Although there were no “winners” in the sanitation strike,
its ramifications are still being felt in St. Petersburg. The Community Alliance is alive and functioning. It paved the way for
integration of the schools, a fair housing ordinance, the redistricting of the city, and it helped avert another sanitation
strike in 1973. A new city charter was adopted which eliminated
references to racial segregation and white primaries. 41
Black input into St. Petersburg’s decision-making arrived
quickly. C. Bette Wimbish became the city’s first elected black
official eight months after the strike’s conclusion. James Sanderlin, the workers’ attorney, was the first black to be elected
countywide when he won a county judgeship in 1972, and was
reelected in 1976. In 1978, St. Petersburg hired Don Steger as
the first black in a key administrative position. Steger was appointed as deputy city manager for human relations. Finally,
ever since the 1968 strike, the city began making an effort to
insure that blacks are proportionately represented on various
boards and commissions.
The trauma of the sanitation strike also served to bring
dozens of progressive white residents to leadership roles in civic
and governmental offices. Most trace their public involvement to
40.
41.

St. Petersburg Times, August 13, 1968.
Although these sections of the charter were unconstitutional, they did
serve as a source of irritation to the black community. The Concerned
Clergy was instrumental in getting the city council to delete all
references to race in the charter. Interview with the Reverend J. W. Cate,
member of the Concerned Clergy and a current member of the city
council, March 1, 1978.
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the shock of seeing their city nearly torn apart in that summer
of 1968. Finally, as Mayor Don Jones noted, the strike allowed
St. Petersburg to “grow up and become a part of the twentieth
century and part of the United States.“ 42
42.

Interview with Don Jones, February 21, 1978.
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